
179Garcês EP, Lima Neto PM, Silva RA, Santos FDRP, Serra MAAO. Factors influencing Nursing students’ knowledge about Hansen’s 
disease: a cross-section study. Online braz j nurs [internet] 2017 Jun [cited year month day]; 16 (2):179-187. Available from: 
http://www.objnursing.uff.br/index.php/nursing/article/view/5621

ISSN: 1676-4285

Factors influencing Nursing students’ 
knowledge about Hansen’s disease:  
a cross-section study
Eduarda Penha Garcês1, Pedro Martins Lima Neto1,2, Roberta de Araújo Silva1, 
Francisco Dimitre Rodrigo Pereira Santos3,  
Maria Aparecida Alves de Oliveira Serra1

1 Maranhão Federal University
2 Imperatriz City Hospital
3 South Maranhão Institute of Higher Education

ABSTRACT
Aim: to identify the factors that influence Nursing students’ knowledge about Hansen’s disease. Method: 
this is a cross-section study with a quantitative approach, performed from May to June 2016. The sample was 
composed by 167 Nursing students of a public university located in the Northeastern region of Brazil. Result: 
the majority of students knows the main aspects of the disease. Factors such as being single, not having 
another occupation or income, to live with few other people, and search for information with professor were 
associated to a higher level of understanding about leprosy. Female students demonstrated less chances 
to know about Hansen’s disease. Conclusion: Nursing students know about leprosy, however there are still 
questions regarding the transmission of the illness.
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INTRODUCTION

Hansen’s disease is an infectious disease 
caused by the intracellular bacillus Mycobacte-
rium leprae, which main clinical manifestations 
are dermato-neurological lesions that lead to 
the appearance of physical and psychosocial 
limitations (1).

Besides the efforts from domestic and in-
ternational organizations to eliminate the illness, 
it is yet an important public health issue, which 
affects in special the less economically favored 
segments of the societies(2). Brazil is the second 
world largest country in the world with new 
leprosy cases, only behind India in this index(3).

In the country, after 2010, there was a re-
duction of prevalent rates, however the number 
of new cases with an advanced level of physical 
impairment are still elevated, above the rates 
found in China, India, and Thailand(4). Besides 
some regions in Brazil have registered decrease 
rates, the North, the Central-West, and the Nor-
theast regions still have considerably high levels 
of leprosy records(2).

The potential reasons to have Hansen’s 
disease present in endemic areas are related to 
the late detection and treatment, the underre-
porting of cases, scarce housing and overcro-
wding conditions, low education level, poverty, 
and migratory movements, which all help to 
spread the disease(5,6). It is worth to mention 
that a continuous contact with infected people 
is the most important route of contamination, 
thus leading to the constant transmission of the 
illness(7, 8).

The control of the aggravation consists in 
an early diagnose and treatment with polyche-
motherapy (PCT). Health professionals must be 
able to perform the proper diagnose of Hansen’s 
disease through an active search of cases in the 
community, and by the dermato-neurological 
exam, searching for wounds or areas of the 

skin with changes in sensibility, which can be 
associated or not to a commitment of peripheral 
nerves(9).

Among the health professionals respon-
sible to accompany the client with Hansen’s 
disease, there is the nurse, who must be able 
to provide a holistic care to the individual, and 
to perform the preventive and control actions 
against the illness among the community(10). 
Therefore, the higher education institutes must 
prepare future professionals to work in the sce-
nario of health care, placing them in situations in 
which they will be require to confront the reality, 
thus assimilating concepts, recognizing clinical 
formats, and questioning solutions, searching to 
improve patient’s care.

Based on the fact that have added extra 
challenges to the control of leprosy, the low 
level of information about the illness among 
Nursing students and professionals, and from 
other areas of health, is relevant in this study, 
once taking into consideration that the teaching 
about Hansen’s disease is being neglected in 
Universities that have Health programs, even in 
endemic countries(11).  

Therefore, to identify the knowledge of 
Nursing students about Hansen’s disease and 
the factors that influence its learning process 
will contribute to a more qualified education of 
future professionals, and it will subsidize health 
actions to be developed by nurses in the pre-
vention, treatment, and control of the disease.

According to this context, this research 
aims to identify the factors that influence the 
knowledge of Nursing students about Hansen’s 
disease.

METHOD 

This is a cross-section study performed in 
a public university of the Brazilian state of Ma-
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ranhão, placed in the Northeastern region of 
the country. During the period of observation, 
there were 186 students enrolled in the under-
graduate program in Nursing. The calculation 
of the sample was done using a formula for a 
finite population. It was adopted a prevalence 
of 50%, in order to provide a maximum sample 
size, in a level of significance of α=0.05 and an 
absolute sample error of 4%. The size expected 
for the sample reached 126 individuals. Con-
sidering loss of information in questionnaires 
by wrong and/or incomplete answers, the final 
sample size totaled 167 students.

The selection of the participants was per-
formed randomly, considering the established 
criteria of eligibility. The criteria of inclusion 
were students from both genders, from the 
third to the eight semester, regularly enrolled 
in the institution. The criterion of exclusion 
was if the student had any sort of pendency 
with the coordination of the Nursing program.

The instrument used to collect data was 
a questionnaire involving socio-demographic 
characteristics, sources used to acquire 
knowledge about Hansen’s disease, and the 
understanding of students about the illness. 
Before the effective data collection process, 
the questionnaire was pre-tested in ten par-
ticipants. After the pre-test, some questions 
were reviewed, and later, the data collection 
ensued.

For this collection, it was ministered a trai-
ning of 30 hours with the field researchers. It 
was performed during the period from May to 
June 2016. The recruiting of college students 
was performed in the classrooms after the 
clarification about the objectives and metho-
ds of the research. Those who agreed signed 
a Free and Clear Consent Agreement (FCCA), 
and answered the questionnaire.

As variables, it was defined that: the 
outcome, or in other words, the knowledge 

from the students about Hansen’s disease, 
and as the independent variable, the socio-
-demographic information (gender, age, 
marital status, religion, ethnic background, 
year of conclusion of high school, enrollment 
in another undergraduate program, paid 
occupations, amount of people living with 
the student, means of transportation, access 
to private health services), and the sources 
of updating information about the illness 
(scientific articles, journals and folders, web-
sites, library, extension courses, study groups, 
congresses, symposiums, and lectures, search 
for information with professors and health 
professionals).

Data processing and statistical analysis 
were performed through the software Statis-
tical Package for the Social Science®, version 
22.0. The quantitative variables were presen-
ted through descriptive statistics (average and 
standard deviation), and the qualitative ones 
through proportion and confidence interval 
(95%). First, it was performed the Kolmogorov-
-Smirnov test to evaluate the normality of 
quantitative variables. To observe the asso-
ciation between the variables, it was applied 
the Pearson’s Chi-Square test. Its effect was 
measured through a chance ration, conside-
ring the level of significance of p<0.05.

The study was guided by the regulations 
about the research with human beings, accor-
ding to the Resolution #466/2012 of the Brazi-
lian National Health Council/Brazilian Ministry 
of Health. The project was approved by the 
Committee of Ethics in Research of Maranhão 
Federal University, under protocol #1,412,755.

RESULTS

From the 167 Nursing students interviewed, 
76.6% were female; the age varied between 18 
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to 51 years old, with an average age of 24.2 ye-
ars old (standard deviation of 5.32); 73.1% were 
black or mixed; 77.8% were single; 78.4% had a 
religion; 85% did not have a paid occupation; 
83.2% reside with up to four people; 73.7% used 
public transportation; 86.8% did not use private 
health service; 78.4% finished their high school 
education in public schools; and 87.4% did not 
seek other undergraduate program.

In regards to the information about 
leprosy, he majority of Nursing students sho-
wed adequate knowledge about the illness. 
The largest errors were seen in regards to the 
transmission of Hansen’s disease: 46.7% of 
the students are unaware of the main route of 
transmission of the illness (Chart 1).

Chart 1. Knowledge of Nursing students 
about Hansen’s disease (n= 167). Imperatriz, 
Brazil, 2016.

Understanding about Hansen’s disease
Understanding Correct Answers

n (%)
Etiological Agent 146 (87.4)
Signs and Symptoms 155 (92.8)
Policies for Control 161 (96.4)
Cure for the Disease 154 (92.2)
Transmission of the 
Disease

89 (53.3)

Conduct from the Diag-
nose

139 (83.2)

Disability from the Disease 131 (78.4)
Treatment of the Disease 145 (86.8)

Source: designed by the authors.

It was observed that 65.3% of the Nursing 
students acquire information about Hansen’s 
disease in journals and folders; 50.3% search 
for information from professors, and 46.6% use 
scientific articles. The majority of the Nursing 
students does not search for information about 
the illness through extension courses (82.6%), 
study groups (76%), and questions directed to 
the health professional (70.1%) (Chart 2).

Chart 2. Sources of information about 
Hansen’s disease according Nursing students 
(n=167). Imperatriz, Brazil, 2016.

Source of information
Yes No

n (%) n (%)
Scientific Articles 78 (46.7) 89 (53.3)       
Journals and Folders 109 (65.3) 58 (34.7)
Websites 58 (34.7) 109 (65.3)
Library 77 (46.1) 90 (53.9)
Extension Courses 29 (17.4) 138 (82.6)
Study Groups 40 (24) 127 (76)
Congresses, Symposiums, 
and Lectures

59 (35.3) 59 (35.3)

Search for information 
with professors

84 (50.3) 83 (49.7)

Search for information 
with health professionals

50 (29.9) 117 (70.1)

Source: designed by the authors.

In regards to the quantity of questions 
about Hansen’s disease that each student answe-
red correct, it was seen that 53.3% (78/167) of 
the students achieved more than 50% of the 
questions right. Female students demonstrated 
less chances of correct answers about leprosy 
(p=0.058; chance ratio=0.72). single students 
had less chances to miss the questions when 
compared to the married ones (p=0.041; chance 
ratio=0.63), a considered significant statistical 
association (Chart 3).

Nursing students that were not enrolled in 
other undergraduate program (p=0.001; chance 
ratio=3.59), without a paid occupation (p=0.04; 
chance ratio=1.78), and that were living with 
up to four people (p=0.05; chance ratio=1.42) 
demonstrated higher chances to answer right 
about leprosy, thus considered a significant 
statistical association (Chart 3).

It was seen that the Nursing students who 
did not search for information about the illness 
in extension courses had more correct answers 
about Hansen’s disease (p=0.02; chance ra-
tio=12.83). Students who searched for informa-
tion about the illness with professors had lesser 
chances to commit mistakes in the questions 
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Chart 3. Association of socio-demographical factors with the knowledge of Nursing students about 
Hansen’s disease (n=167). Imperatriz, Brazil, 2016.

Socio-demographic Characte-
ristics

Knowledge about Hansen’s disease
p RC 95%IC>50% Correct <50% Correct

n (%) n (%)
Gender
Male 23 (29,4) 16 (17,9)

0,058* 0,72 0,25-0,08
Female 55 (70,6) 73 (82,1)
Age
Below 18 years old   18 (23) 14 (15,7)

0,229 1,26 0,88-1,81
Above 18 years old   60 (77) 75 (84,3)
Marital Status
Married 12 (15,3) 25 (28,0)

0,041* 0,63 0,38-1,04
Single 66 (84,7) 64 (72,0)
Religion
No 14 (17,9) 22 (24,7)

0,28 0,79 51,0-1,24
Yes 64 (82,1) 67 (75,3)
Ethnic Background
Black/Mixed 60 (76,9) 62 (69,6)

0,29 1,23 0,82-1,83
White 18 (23,1) 27 (30,4)
High School
Public 61 (78,2) 70 (78,6)

0,94 0,98 0,66-1,45
Private 17 (21,8) 19 (21,4)
Other Undergraduate
No 75 (96,1) 71 ( 79,7)

0,001* 3,59 1,24-10,3
Yes   3 (3,9) 18 (20,3)
Paid Occupation
No 71 (91,0) 71 (79,7)

0,04* 1,78 0,93-3,42
Yes 7 (9,0) 18 (20,3)
How many people share housing
Up to four people 62 (79,4) 60 (67,4)

0,05* 1,42 0,92-2,19
More than four people 16 (20,6) 29 (30,0)
Means of Transportation
Public 58 (74,2) 65(73,0)

0,84 1,03 0,71-1,50
Private   20 (25,8)   24 (27,0)
Private Health Service
No 69 (88,4) 76 (85,3)

0,55 1,16 0,68-1,97
Yes 9 (11,6) 13 (14,7)

*Level of significance p<0.05.
Source: designed by the authors.

about leprosy (p=0.05; chance ratio=0.74), a 
significant statistically association (Chart 4).

DISCUSSION

This study tried to identify the factors that 
influence the knowledge from Nursing students 

about Hansen’s disease in a public university 
located in the Northeast of Brazil, an endemic re-
gion for the illness. The majority of the students 
knew the main aspects of the disease, however, 
an expressive amount of individuals is unaware 
of the main mode of contagion.

The mode of transmission of Hansen’s di-
sease, explained and spread by the programs 
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Chart 4. Association of the sources of information about the illness and the knowledge of Nursing 
students about Hansen’s disease (n=167). Imperatriz, Brazil, 2016.

Source of information
Knowledge

p RC 95%IC>50% Correct <50% Correct
n (%) n (%)

Scientific Articles
Yes 35 (44,8) 43 (48,3) 0,65 1,07 0,77-1,49

No 43 (55,2) 46 (51,7)

Journals and Folders
Yes 52 (66,6) 57 (64) 0,72 0,94 0,66-1,32
No 26 (33,4) 32(36)
Websites
Yes 30 (38,4) 28 (31,4) 0,34 0,85 0,61-1,18
No 48 (61,6) 61 (68,6)
Library
Yes 38 (48,7) 39 (43,8) 0,52 0,90 0,65-1,24
No 40 (51,3) 50 (56,2)
Extension Courses
Yes 8 (10,1) 11 (12,3) 0,02* 1,83 0,99-3,39
No 70 (89,9) 78 (87,7)
Study Groups
Yes 18 (23) 22 (24,7) 0,80 1,05 0,71-1,54
No 60 (77) 67 (75,3)
Congresses, Symposiums, and Lectures
Yes 28 (35,8) 31 (34,8) 0,88 0,97 0,69-1,36
No 50 (64,2) 58 (65,2)
Search information with professors
Yes 45 (57,6) 39 (48,8) 0,05* 0,74 0,53-1,03
No 33 (42,4) 50 (51,2)
Search information with health professionals
Yes 22 (28,2) 28 (31,4) 0,64 1,08 0,75-1,58
No 56(71,8) 61 (69,6)

* Level of significance p<0.05. 
Source: designed by the authors.

of disease control under domestic and interna-
tional context, consists in the transmission of 
the bacillus by the ill person, without treatment, 
through an intimate and continuous contact, 
which is present mostly in family environments. 
The transmission from human to human, through 
respiratory droplets that contain Micobacterium 
leprae, have been traditionally considered as the 
catalyst in the transmission of Hansen’s disease, 
due to the findings of the bacillus in secretions 
present in the nasopharynx of ill individuals(8,11).

In respect to the sources of information 
about Hansen’s disease, this research has found 
that the majority of students used journals and 

folders to learn more about the illness, followed 
by consultations with professors. Hence, it is su-
ggested students have a higher preference for 
these printed sources and to their masters, and 
little interest in extension courses, contacts with 
health professionals, and other electronic media.

A study performed with health sciences 
students from Tanzania(12) has identified that 
printed sources were more used, and showed 
the challenges students faces with operating 
and accessing electronic sources. As a contrast, 
a study performed in the United States of Ame-
rica(13) showed a priority given to electronic 
information sources by health students, once 
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they were more accustomed, and it was better 
accessible for them to use these sources.

This analysis showed that the female gen-
der was the majority and it was associated to a 
lower level of knowledge about leprosy. Women, 
in the majority of cases, need to conciliate do-
mestic activities with academic demands. Thus, 
it is believed that the excessive number of ac-
cumulated tasks can interfere in the dedication 
and performance as a student, contributing to 
the reduction of time dedicated to the search 
for knowledge about Hansen’s disease(14,15).

The single students had more understan-
ding about leprosy, which suggests a larger 
availability to dedicate themselves to studying, 
a fact that is not observed many times in married 
individuals, who have home responsibilities and 
roles that can interfere in the time dedicated to 
the search for knowledge. The students that li-
ved with less amount of people presented better 
understanding about the disease, a suggestion 
that tranquil housing environments are more 
favorable to the search for knowledge(15,16).   

In this study, students that did not a paid 
occupation and were not studying another 
undergraduate program had more unders-
tanding about leprosy, showing that the non-
-commitment of students in other activities that 
demanded mandatory workload permits that 
these students have more availability to search 
for information regarding the disease, thus am-
plifying their knowledge. Studies have shown 
that paid occupations for Nursing students lead 
to lesser academic performance due to the lack 
of time to search for information(17,18,19).

The present study showed that students 
that searched for information about leprosy in 
the content transmitted by their professor had 
less understanding from the illness that those 
who tried to learn the disease through extension 
activities. This data reflects higher accessibility 
and trust of students in the information given 

by professors, and reduced extension activities, 
less attractive ones, in the search for the unders-
tanding of the disease.

A research performed in India, an endemic 
country for Hansen’s disease, has shown that 
Nursing students learned more about the pa-
thology during their practices in health service 
units. The acquisition for understanding was 
larger when they assisted patients under this 
inffection(11). Under this perspective, it was 
observed that the experiences of community 
extension consist in spaces for experimentation 
that contribute to amplify the knowledge of 
students, once they connect theory and practice.

In front of the above, it is necessary to adopt 
institutional strategies to improve the offering 
and the quality of the extension activities about 
Hansen’s disease as means to get closer to the 
professors of the academic community and 
the health services, amplifying the knowledge 
about the disease, and preparing future nurses 
to provide a qualified assistance to their patients. 

During the development of this work, there 
were some limitations – such as having a sample 
from one single university, for example. There-
fore, the generalization of results, in regards to 
the general population, was reduced. As it is a 
cross-over study, it was not possible to follow 
up the participants of the study regarding their 
understanding about Hansen’s disease. The eva-
luation was done only based on a self-report, and 
there was no other trustworthy measurement 
to analyze the reports. In the end, the memory 
bias, once it was investigated only the Hansen’s 
disease, an element seen in many subjects throu-
ghout the undergraduate program in Nursing.

Therefore, even with the limitations before 
mentioned, the result of this result becomes re-
levant, once it contributes to the improvement 
in the quality of teaching, in the formation of 
future nurses, and in the construction of adequa-
te strategies to the necessities of this clientele.
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CONCLUSION

The research has shown that the majority 
of students in Nursing has knowledge about 
leprosy, however there are still doubts regar-
ding the mode of transmission of the illness. 
The female gender was associated to a less 
understanding about the illness, and the single 
bachelors, without a paid occupation or another 
undergraduate study, and lived with few people 
had better domain on the topic. The main source 
of information used by Nursing students, which 
permitted a better understanding about the ill-
ness, was the search for information from profes-
sors. The extension activities did not contribute 
to improve the understanding of students about 
Hansen’s disease.
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